The FRP tasks the National Disaster Medical System (NDMS) to provide victim identification and mortuary services. These responsibilities include: n temporary morgue facilities; n victim identification using latent fingerprint, forensic dental, pathology, and forensic anthropology methods; n processing; n preparation; and n disposition of remains.
To accomplish this mission, NDMS entered into an agreement with the National Association for Search and Rescue (NASAR), a nonprofit organization, to develop DMORTs, which are composed of private citizens, each with a particular field of expertise. They are mainly personnel who are active members in the death industry and are activated in the event of a disaster requiring their services. Teams are composed of funeral directors, medical ex aminers, coroners, pathologists, forensic anthropologists, medical records technicians and transcribers, fingerprint specialists, forensic odontologists, dental assistants, X-ray technicians, mental health specialists, computer professionals, administrative support staff, and security and investigative support. DMORT members are required to maintain appropriate certification and licensure within their discipline. When members are activated, licensure and certification are recognized by all states, and the team members are compensated for their duty time by the federal government as temporary federal employees. The DMORTs are directed by the NDMS in conjunction with a regional coordinator in each of 10 Federal regions.
The NDMS provides support to the DMORT team by maintaining a mobile mortuary container at the OEP warehouse located in Gaithersburg, Maryland. The mobile mortuary container is a depository of equipment and supplies for deployment to a disaster site. It contains a complete morgue with designated workstations for each processing element and prepackaged equipment and supplies. Hurricane Floyd, the sixth storm of the 1999 season, reached the shores of Eastern North Carolina on September 13, 1999. It came and left in the usual devastating fashion. A buildup of wind, rain, and pressure left a wake of tangled debris and victims left wading through puddles of memories and water. This time, the aftermath from the winds was less destructive than other consequences, described by one citizen as "the worst flooding in 500 years."
Even after the storm, the water continued to rise. By normal flood standards, the loss of life and property resulting from this storm was unusually high; on average, communities were 50 percent flooded throughout Eastern North Carolina. The hardest hit was Princeville, which was 100 percent flooded. (To put it in perspective, imagine your community disappearing from the face of the earth with no visible sign The first thought might be call on the Army, and rightfully so, since Army National Guard units are trained as first responders in state and national disasters. However, their primary concern is to save lives rather than cope with the displacement of those who are already dead. The DMORT, on the other hand, is well suited to handle this type of nontypical disaster, which would more than likely overwhelm local mortuary officials. The DMORT is the conduit to maintain a continuous mortuary operation without degradation of service to the family. Unlike a typical disaster, this situation does not involve the process of embalming fatalities; however, the processing of remains from unknown graves requires delicate and meticulous processing from seasoned veterans.
Background
The DMORT has proven experience in this type of disaster. It has been deployed to the floods of Albany, Georgia in 1996, those in Missouri in 1992, Korean Airlines Flight #801, and the Amtrak wreck in March of 1999. This team of volunteer professionals is on the frontline of disaster with no notice necessary.
mISSIon aSSIgnmEnt #uSpHS-05: HurrIcanE Floyd
On September 13, 1999, the federal government issued the following declaration through the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA):
FEMA intends to coordinate all disaster relief efforts which have the purpose of alleviating the hardship and suffering caused by the emergency on the local population and to provide appropriate assistance for required emergency measures authorized under Title V of the Stafford Act to save lives, protect property, public health, and safety, or to lessen or avert the threat of a catastrophe in the designated areas.
The specific mission for the deployment of the DMORT in this case was to provide direct services to local officials in identification of displaced human remains from cemeteries in Eastern North Carolina. Services include identification, reburial, and record keeping. The management support team was charged with providing command, control, and logistics for DMORT. One quickly noted problem was the disinterment of caskets and vaults. Caskets from several cemeteries were literally just floating around. The largest concentration of caskets seemed to be generated from the town of Princeville and surrounding Edgecombe County.
The first task in the recovery process was to assess where all the caskets and vaults were. An aerial reconnaissance was made over Edgecombe County and the Tar River. "Ground zero" of the problem was pinpointed to the town of Princeville, which, to further complicate the issue, was 100 percent underwater without any indication of the number and location of affected cemeteries.
The next task was to go in by boat with the assistance of the Coast Guard to make an assessment of what was not visible from the air. The mission was twofold-the Coast Guard searched and secured propane tanks, while the recovery team searched and secured caskets and vaults to stem further movement and made a more detailed assessment of the devastation. Little more could be done until the water receded and a ground crew could get in to physically count and remove all visible caskets and vaults.
Two days later, the water went down enough to get vehicles and personnel into the city. This initial response was headed up by seasoned veteran Cotton Howell, a forensic nurse from South Carolina and a member of the Disaster Portable Morgue Team deployed to the Albany, Georgia floods in 1996. The lessons learned from that deployment and the 1992 Missouri floods developed a framework of action for this situation. The North Carolina National Guard provided the initial response force, which contained the personnel and equipment necessary to begin working in what was referred to as "ground zero" or "the hole." A detail of over 20 volunteers and guardsmen, forklifts, high mobility military vehicles (HUMMVs), and a palletized loading system (PLS) vehicle were dispatched to the site and quickly began locating and removing all visible caskets and vaults. The North Carolina Forestry Service, experts in working through heavily wooded areas, provided additional assistance. Several law enforcement agencies, sheriffs, and police also assisted in the recovery phase by providing perimeter security at the entry and exit points of the town of Princeville as well as several teams of recovery personnel. The morgue operation was established in an old warehouse undergoing renovation in the town of Tarboro, NC. It was suitable for housing the American Red Cross Assistance Center, the Management Support Team command post, and the Disaster Portable Morgue Unit. The issues faced by the operators of the temporary morgue were the same issues faced by all military mortuary affairs units: to maintain the dignity and respect of the remains at all times, to keep the morgue operations away from public view and spectacle, to dispose of biological waste, and to control access into the morgue operational areas.
Unlike military mortuary operations, the disaster mortuary team did not deal with the fatalities caused by Hurricane Floyd. The sole remains processed were those buried prior to the hurricane and disinterred as a result of the destruction. This posed what would soon become an enormous task. While the morgue was being established, a recovery team was hard at work, knee-deep in snakes, mud, and water. Additionally, the team was canvassing all affected cemeteries and counties for information. Legwork was needed in the field to aid the morticians.
Information required to make a positive identification of remains consisted of the cemetery plat (a document similar to a blueprint or diagram of the cemetery which details the who, what, when, and where for each gravesite). If properly constructed and updated, this document would have solved 80 percent of the unidentified remains. The reality was that Edgecombe County had over 200 map-documented cemeteries. A significant number were not documented and were not of public knowledge. Several universities in the area had conducted cemetery surveys during the last decade, which were helpful in identifying unofficial cemeteries; however, not all of them had been surveyed. The only solution was to go into all affected cemeteries and begin the laborious task of documenting gravesites.
We first began by identifying all caskets and vaults recovered with a five-digit code consisting of a two-letter/three-number combination. This code was transferred to the morgue, the mortuary-service team command post, and the Cemetery Information Center/ Family Assistance Center. It provided a quick and ready reference to how severe the problem was for a particular cemetery and aided in forecasting of workload.
The next step was to prepare a hasty plat of grave locations for each cemetery, identifying the disturbed graves and adjacent, intact graves. Additionally, we turned vault lids right side up when the names were not visible and recorded the name of the deceased on the lid. We did not assume that the lid adjacent to or in a grave belonged to the same individual who had been buried in that location. The caskets and vaults floated to a height of over 30 feet, with some moving over a distance of four blocks from the cemetery prior to settling. On occasion, we found several vaults which had simply floated up and returned to the same hole with little disruption. Several vaults turned over on their sides or tops, while many flowed with the water in all directions, becoming embedded in brush, fallen trees, woods, yards, streets, sidewalks, driveways, and even rooftops. The force and power of water soon had our respect for its awesome and ominous capability.
The plat aided the team and family members in identifying the loved ones who were disinterred and whose remains were hopefully located in the morgue. I say hopefully, because a significant problem exists once the search is exhausted and the number of empty graves is disproportionate to the number of remains recovered. The question of "where is the casket or vault that belongs in this gravesite?" may not be answered until a later time.
morguE procESSIng
Once the mortuary team was up to operational speed, an average of 20 remains were processed per day. The meticulous process of confirming the identity of the remains was needed to assure the local population that all loved ones were accounted for and laid back to rest. The team of experts described earlier used several methods to get a positive identification. With the onset of decomposition, not all the remains could be positively identified through the use of modern and scientific technology. The rule that two negative identifications could make a positive identification was used. This means that something unique about the burial, such as clothes worn or artifacts put into the casket prior to burial, could identify unknown remains.
cEmEtEry InFormatIon cEntEr/ FamIly aSSIStancE cEntEr
Compassion and support for the family is an operation in and of itself. A team of counselors and funeral directors formed a Family Assistance Center at a local hotel near the morgue. The name was later changed to the Cemetery Information Center to alleviate confusion. (Many other agencies arrived to provide assistance and all used the same name.) The goal was to get the information out to the family, who could help solve many of the questions regarding identification. A media blitz was initiated through the local newspaper, television, radio, shelters, church groups, post offices, and funeral homes. Additionally, signs and leaflets were posted at the entrance to all disturbed cemeteries.
rEBurIal
The final phase of the disaster mortuary operations in this particular instance was the reburial versus the burial. A reburial would appear to be a simple operation; however, the reality is this may be much more difficult under certain circumstances than burial.
Several factors complicate this phase. If the plot or cemetery in which the casket comes from is destroyed and becomes unsuitable for a grave, another location must be identified, surveyed, and prepared. For the operation within Princeville, a plan was executed to survey the cemetery to identify all disturbed graves, mark all grave sites with engineering tape for aerial visibility, and conduct an aerial survey with aerial photography in addition to a ground survey.
Complicating matters further was the fact that in many cases, a plat was not available to identify where each casket should return. Without that document, it was a wild guess as to where a casket was supposed to be. The information the family made available to the Ceme tery Information Center regarding the original gravesite locations played a big role. Since it was believed to do more harm than good to return a casket to the wrong location, a public cemetery was established to rebury all remains not positively identified or claimed. This cemetery was prepared to all appropriate policies and regulations with supporting documentation including plat and a videotape of when and where everyone was buried.
lESSonS lEarnEd
Hurricane season ends within the first week of November; however, the effects of its devastation last much longer. Hurricane Floyd and the floods following its path left an equally lasting impression on the responders. Prevention methods can hopefully mitigate the impact of or our vulnerability to disasters that disinter caskets. To that end, the following stipulations should be complied with prior to any burial:
n The family and funeral home director should jointly ensure that all information required on the data form for the memorial tube is properly filled out and placed appropriately in the memorial tube.
n The family and funeral home director should ensure that the casket's warranty card is filled out and submitted. Many families never dreamed that once buried, the casket would resurface. They also believed the casket manufacturer provided a product that would stand the test of time and environment. Many families were deeply surprised and disappointed to learn a warranty could have settled the issue of recasketing.
n A plat needs to be made of an entire cemetery listing the who, what, when, where, and how for each gravesite.
n Cemeteries that require families to maintain their own plots should provide the family with an updated plat after burial.
n All clothing worn or artifacts enclosed in the casket should be recorded, as this may ultimately be the only means of identification.
